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AL@nce id&nt#lcatkwtk thejlrst step in puqos@l
wdt.ing, Yet wejhtd tittk written ~ormation that helps
us in dcttrndning the makeup @an audknce, what i[
needicto know, and how we can use that i~ormation to
produce a meaningful publiuztion, A hvge national
laborattxy rwzches &em audknces with dflwent
types # puhlbtioms. Repr@sentatiw?communicators
who ptvxhtce mwtuals, press relecses, public relations
publications, in-housejwbiications,journal articlks, and
technical Iwpotis share their methodr qfkien~jdng and
wridng for audthwes and pow some t.bught-p.xwoking
questions about audienctu and the iack therq~

—-.—— ———— —-. -.— .,— —— ——

“Before you write, determine who your audience
is’’,.,”Aim your mmuige directly at your audicnw’ ,, A
repwt should b: written entirely from the vtewpoint of
the readm,” We know! We have heard those statements
before-in college classrooms, i~ trainhg courses, at
professional meetings. We always nod our heads in
amcnt because we agree, but we don’t know how to
answer the qu~tiuns thut alwaya (o11ow.III there an
audience? Why do we want to know? How do wc
determine who mak~ up our audience? What 10 we
want to know shout tt,em? What then? We know that
any audience is made up of people-people with n need

f~~rinfomwtion. nut what if wc have information and no
immediate audience? If an nudicncc does not exist, then

surely writing just to document findings is a costly way
of fting filing cabinets. However, we may have a
responsibility to document significant iindings for en
audience that may not now exist.

For now, let’s assume that wc have an identifiable
audience. What do we need to hnow about them so that
we can give ~hem the information they need in a usable
fornmt? Mike Stroud, Director of the consulting firm,
communications Strategies, believes that wc USU~lY
write to provide three types of information-that which

. enhances decision-making,

. idcntifiea relative priorities, md
● r~ords accomplishments.

If these a.wmpt.ions are true, wc need to determine
what we want our audience to do with what wc write.

●

●

●

If we want them to make a decision, we need to
know what information they need to make that
declqion.
If we want to citify k,lfcmnation, we need to know

the consequences of that information to read-
ers—why the information is {mportant to ttwm.
If wc art recording accomp~ish,rnents, wc need to
know our readers’ levels of expertise.

If we prefer the more traditional approach, then wc arc
Iookillg for

● differences, such M age, sex, occupation, und
interest,

● educatior, al background,
● !cvd of experience, and
o regional implications.
Now, how do wc find out these things about ntr

●udknce? Types of audicn:cs may be as many as the
types of publications an organization produces. Conse-
quently, the methods used to determine the audicncc for
a publication must tu unique to that publicntson, All
publicaiiona may have one audience in com-
mon-management; that is, before any publication is
released to its audience, it n,ust first survive some chain
of approval. Tr~hnictd publica~~ons have yet another
audicnc+the profcmionah whose work ic premntcd in
the writing, Regardless of whom we may want to reach
outoide our organization, these two groups make up the
most important audience and arc perhaps the most
difllcu!t for whom we write. Managers may be con-
cerned with polltical implications, whereas professionals
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fear that their work will be misrepresented, To our
advantag~ this audience is local and can be contacted
for immediate feedback, but the ultimate readers who
are primary in importance become secondary in con-
tact. Who they are and what they need from the writer
can be demrmined in a number of ways depending on
the type of publication. Here are a few categories of
publications as examples,
Manuals

Mnnuais are the classic case of audience participation
in writing content, Manuals are titten for use in-house
and out. Almost always, they are written because
someone somewhere ~eeds to know how to USC.,,or
how to do,.,. Members of the audience can be in-
terviewed wh-e they work to determine who they arc,
how they do their job, what their level of education and
experience is, and what and how much they need to
know. Afler the manual is written and distributed, the
author can con:wt users for feedback on their ability to
understand and use the directions given thuidn. For
additional feedback, the author can contact the persons
who receive the ecd product produced by following the
manual instructions to we if it is properly made cr
properly written, Suggested changm can then & rc-
vkwcd l’or authenticity and incorporated in future
rwisions or editions,
Press Relemma

Miters make up the primary ~udimme for a press
release, and they detr;mine what will meet the needs of
the secondm y audience, Because the secondary au-
dience is usually nontechnical, the ntory itself may
detmnine who that audience is, For instance, a news
telease on geothermal energy is best placed in a region
where geahcrmai issues are of public concerm How-
ever, the initial news release may evoke other audiences
who want more in-depth material and request further
interviews for expanded stories. Often this ●udience is
not sure what it needs to know, but at this point, the
writer has direct contact with thcm and can give out the
information tlte altdience really needs,

public Relations Pubiicatiorta
The purpow of these publications is m present to the

pubik an image of an organization and its capabilities
for the purptwes of distributing information or recruit-
ing. Thk audience iti di~cult to determine because it is
varied and changes with the vBeof the pubhcation. For
inntan~ these publications may be distributed t~ the
BOrwai pubiic at trade ~hown, by Chambtrs of Corn.
mevce, cnd M profasionai mecting8, Consequently, the
content of the publication may hezt be &tormhted by
considering iu purpose, What audience wouid we IAke10
reach? What information wouid we iike to convey? If
we put our.eives in the piace of this hypothdcni

audience that represents the majority of peopie we
would like to reach then we can decide what we would
want to know about the subject-a potential empioyer,
● new product line, or the latest advances in oil shale
technology, perhaps. We can sdect a vocabulaq; am!
format that wiii aiiow the casual reacier to learn from it-
lf we are fortunnte, we m~y get a small amount of
f=dback from persons using the publication that will
give us suggestions for revising further :ditions or
pianning new iayouts.
In-House Pubiic@”ons

In-houac publications are of two types-the maga-
zine that represents the work of the company and is
distrit utrd both in and out of house, and the house
orgar. that conveys information to the employees about
company policy and activities. Both types have in
camnon the locaL vocal audience. Easy to define, this
audience is usuaiiy not shy about expressing opinions
on cmntent and artwork, ease of reading, u sefuiness, and
even typdace. This audience iikes to sw its name in
print and is quick to make suggestions about what
should have been or what ought to be.

Conversely, the magazine is usually not written with
the local ●udiemx in mind. !ts purpose is to convey
llliiJlmtion on technical projects to the iarger scientific
comrmmity, An established publication wiii probably
heve a hodgepodge distribution list that has grown
unmanageable over the years and yieids little useful
information ●bout the needs of the audience. Here a
skillfully designed readership survey, including some
personnl contact, can serve two purposes-to cut down

the distribution list to a manageable size and to identify
what the primary audience would like to ha~e in future
publications.
Journal Articies

Journal articies are very technicn! and specialized,
and they are written to dcasment new information for
highly motivated readers-a peer group, Because the
immediate audientx may be a journal editor assisted by
a team of reviewers, tile articie is first written for them,
When it is approv~ it often can be modified in a
manner that wiii oatisfy the professional audience, What
in published in a journal gives ciuea about what the
●udience wants, kcause readers’ requests for reprints
heip the editor detmmine which articies are wdi re.
ceived. Requesting copieu of criticisms of other papers
on a dmiiar subject is another way of determining the
otyk and content that the editorialatflis iooking for,
Technical Reporto

Mod iargc organizations pubiish technical reports,
‘I%e purpcwe of these mporta may be to reach a
miiectone in a projed, to respond to a pubiish.or-perish
dictum, or to document findingn, The distribution list is
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otlen determined by someone other than the author, and
too otlen the printed product ends up on dusty library
uhelvca, in warehouses, and in boxes in the author’s
tiice. To reach the intended pea group, the author
oftmr must distribute the copies personally.

However, recently a new audience for technical
reports has surfaced among wicntists in foreign coun-
tries, This audience is eager to fmd information on new
tcchnicai adwsncca in the United States and may even
arrange to visit an author while on a trip here. This
reinforces the responsibility of authors to present their
data and conclusions in a clear, concise manner rather
than assuming that their colleagues will automatically
understand what they arc trying to say.

If none of these types of publications apply to a
particular situation or the uudience is too varied to
define, Stroud’s hierarchical approach may be the
solution.

● Determine what we want different readers to do
with what we write-take action? be informed?
use it in their work?

● Group our readers according to their mmiiarities
to US, the writers.

● Write to the readers least like ourselves-the i~~t
motivated readers fust, then the others.

Now that we know who our audienrx is, how do we
give the audience what is ncccts in a way that it can use
it? We already know that when we communicate we
must keep our readers in mind ad considering what
they know and need to know, present the information at
their ievds, Here are some questions that we can ask
ourselves as we respond to the identified needs of an
audience.

● How complete must information be to meet reader
needs? Informative writing is not wise or economi-
cal if it gives readers more than they need to know,

● Are tone and style suitable to readers” needs? The
use of language in n publication should tell reaacr$

how to use the information contained, For in-
stance, if readers are to carry out an instruction,

perhaps the imperative mood should be used, The
style of writing should catch and hold readers’
interest if the information contained is to be used.

● Are unfamiliar terms defined? Readers’ levels of
experience will determine their need for definition
If they have no technics! background, tcuhnical
terms arc best defined in relation to familiar tcrma,
For example, one writer expldns the technical
tem~ “cdisionle.m chock waves” for nontechnical
renders as the way the wind from s passing truck
bufiets a car.

● What vocabulary levei is used? Writing to impress
rather than communicate is wrung, and a tedmical
vocabulary is intended only for technical readers.
If documents are written for different levels of
readers, use expressions, symbols, and abbrevia-
tions only for readers interested in detail.

● Are summaries and transitions needed? Though
these are not necessary for some readers, un-
familiarity with a subject or iack of techni;al
training may make it ditTcult for a reader to see
relationships in thought, Consequently, the writer
may need to summarize a sect~orr before moving
on to the next one or tie two thoughts together in a
rlew section to make a smwxh transition from the
previous one.

Finally, if we have information and no audience, what

then? Here, a story provokes thought. In the 1940s,
explosives tec!mology was devrioping rapidly in rr-
sponse to a national defense need. All attention was
focused on the final obje~live, so Individual experiments
were just steps toward that end. Had time aiiowerl
scientists to write about their findings, nationtd secl:ity
policies discouraged it, So sign~icant findings were
:ecorded oniy in notes that were reiegated to fding
cabinets.

Several decades passed, and these pioneees in ex-
plosives technology prepared to retire. Dutifully, they
cleaned out their fding cabinets, and the developmental
history of explosives tcc4nology was moved from fili,lg
cabinets to trash cans. However, onc scientist stored his
notes in his attic, and there they were recovered by n
concerned younger colleague. Based on these remaining
notes, C. L, Madcr wrote six volumes entitled The I(OS
Alamos Series ov Dynamic Material Pro&oerties, These
volumes arc recognized ii~ the world atomic energy
community as the primers on explosives tcchnologyi No
audicncc in the 1940s, but an audicncc in the 1980s!

There is an audicilce o’~tthere, most of the time, and
it dots have needs that we can meet. The audicncc
varies in SCX,education, occupation, or imcrest, It may
be idcntifmd by personal contact, by the purpose of the
publication, by rcadcrs~ip awvcys, and by know-
Iedgc of peer grol:} ohsmnctcristics, Sometimes the
information selects the audience, and sometimes wc
don’t have anything to ssIyto an audience. But if there is
an ●udience, there iBa need, Our worid is cxpedcncing
an information overioad in the midst of a hectic pace
that allows iittlc dme for reading, As writers, our best
approach must be to me ourtelve$ ●s pm of’ this
overwhelmed audience. How would wc iikc to see

information presented so that it iI most accessible? .
Think about it...then wrks,
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